T here are many frightening things that cross my computer desktop via the Internet. Most come via e-mail: pernicious viruses with the capacity to cripple my computer, requests for letters of recommendation from students who took a class from me so long ago that I no longer have any clear idea who they are, notes from production editors at American Entomologist wondering when the column that was due two months ago will be arriving, and many more too horrible even to mention. But there is one kind of e-mail message that I often receive that doesn't frighten me-the kind that starts with the words "This is a true story!" or words to that effect. Almost invariably, such notes contain what is called an urban legend.
According to Jan Brunvand (1981) , acknowledged world authority on the subject, an urban legend is a realistic story "concerning recent events (or alleged events) with an ironic or supernatural twist." In that they are a "unique, unselfconscious reflection of major concerns of individuals in the societies in which the legends originate," it's not surprising that some of the most venerable urban legends involve arthropods, well known to be sources of concern to a broad cross-section of Western society. Most people harbor no great love for arthropods of any description and are thus more than willing to believe the worst about them, making them ideal subjects for urban legends.
Brunvand and other folklore scholars classify urban legends into a variety of genres; most, if not all, arthropod urban legends fit comfortably within the genre of "contamination" stories. Probably the granddaddy of all arthropod urban legends is the "Spider in the Hairdo" story. In brief, as described in an Esquire article on "teenage folklore from the fifties," "A girl managed to wrap her hair into a perfect beehive. Proud of her accomplishment, she began spraying it and spraying it, never bothering to wash it again. Bugs began to live in her hair. After about six months, they ate through to her brain and killed her" (quoted in Brunvand 1981) .
This story has changed only slightly throughout the years to keep up with the times; the "beehive hairdo" in more contemporary versions becomes dreadlocks, for example, but the essential elements remain the same. Apparently, they've remained more or less the same for over 800 years; a thirteenth-century exemplum (a tale used to convey a moral lesson in a church sermon) relates the same fate befell a "certain lady of Eynesham, in Oxfordshire," who "took so long over the adornment of her hair that she used to arrive at church barely before the end of Mass" until "the devil descended upon her head in the form of a spider, gripping with its legs" (Brunvand 1981) .
I frequently get e-mail inquiries containing urban legends; I expect it's because people know I have an interest in newsworthy arthropod feats, however improbable they may be. Two such inquiries recently crossed my desk. One came to me from my colleague Art Zangerl, who forwarded a message he received from his wife, who in turn forwarded a message from one of her colleagues. It began, as do so many urban legends,
If you lick your envelopes… You won't anymore! A woman was working in a post office in California, one day she licked the envelopes and postage stamps instead of using a sponge. That very day the lady cut her tongue on the envelope. A week later, she noticed an abnormal swelling of her tongue. She went to the doctor, and they found nothing wrong. Her tongue was not sore or anything. A couple of days later, her tongue started to swell more, and it began to get really sore, so sore, that she could not eat. She went back to the hospital, and demanded something be done. The doctor, took an x-ray of her tongue, and noticed a lump. He prepared her for minor surgery. When the doctor cut her tongue open, a live roach crawled out. There were roach eggs on the seal of the envelope. The egg was able to hatch inside of her tongue, because of her saliva. It was warm and moist. This is a true story reported on CNN! This story immediately struck me as implausible; among other things, cockroaches lay eggs in rather sizable oothecal packages, so how a single egg could detach and work its way into a cut on a tongue wasn't clear to me. The story didn't make sense even if the egg made its way into the tongue while still ensconced in the ootheca; a cut large enough to accommodate oothecae of the species of cockroaches most likely to be living in California post offices would have to be up to 8 mm long and 3 mm deep. Given the relatively rich blood supply to the tongue, a cut of that size would be producing so much blood that she probably would have had to seek medical attention right away (although it's conceivable that the pain from such a cut was what made her oblivious to the large, dark-brown purse-shaped ootheca stuck to the envelope). Even if the entomological elements of the story, by virtue of the incredible diversity of the insect world, proved true, there's still the disturbing fact that, in the story, the postal worker is licking envelopes and postage stamps. Usually, in post offices I've visited, it's the patrons that lick envelopes and postage stamps, generally while waiting in line; the postal workers are the ones who put the little "Window Closed" signs up just as you reach the head of the line.
A quick check with my spouse (who is a collector of urban legends) confirmed this story was in fact a hoary example of the genre. An Internet search revealed several variants. One collected on the Internet warns that, "You'll never eat fast food again!" and relates the story of a girl who ate a chicken soft taco from Taco Bell and ended up with a swollen jaw. Differences were subtle-the cockroach eggs ended up in the salivary glands and not the tongue, and they were removed (along with "a couple of layers of her inner mouth") before they hatched, so no little baby roaches had an opportunity to make an appearance. Another difference is that the putative source is not CNN but rather is the November 19 New York Times (2001), which, according to David Emery (2001) at the website http://www.urbanlegends. about.com/science/urbanlegends/libran/ blspider.htm, has no insect-related stories at all other than one peripheral one on pesticide use in cities. Yet another difference is that the girl is purportedly "suing Taco Bell," whereas in the post office story no lawsuit is mentioned. Maybe, knowing her colleagues well, the postal worker didn't want them getting too disgruntled with her.
Other urban legends involving spiders, all meticulously documented by Emery (2001) , include "the spider bite," an account of a woman sunbathing on the beach who brushes away an "insect" crawling along her jawbone and falls asleep, forgetting about the arthropod encounter. A week later she notices a blister-like growth that, when exposed to the heat of a hair dryer, erupts and produces "hundreds of tiny white baby spiders and pus pouring out of the wound!" In one version of this story, the traumatized woman ends up in a psychiatric ward of the very same hospital where she went to have her boil examined. Although urban legends are supposed to have moral lessons, I'm not sure what the moral lesson is here-don't fall asleep while you're sunbathing or you'll hatch spiders and go insane? Maybe the lesson is for the spider, who should know better than to lay eggs in human flesh (although, to be fair, Borror et al. [1975] does state that "egg sacs…are deposited in all sorts of places").
Still another variant of the "spider in the ____" story is the "spider in the cactus" tale, according to which a family receives a cactus as a gift, only to find that it begins pulsating oddly; a call to a nurseryman produces a frantic warning to get it out of the house; once outside, it explodes, producing thousands of baby spiders. According to Brunvand (1993) , this story surfaced in Scandinavia in the 1970s and enjoyed a rebirth in the 1990s when southwestern décor became popular again.
Probably the most notorious spider-based urban legend, "the spider in the toilet," isn't an urban legend at all-it was a hoax, as meticulously documented by Vetter and Visscher (2000) in the pages of this magazine. Hoaxes differ from urban legends in that they are deliberately created and disseminated. These authors recount the story circulated around the Internet in late 1999/ early 2000 that South American blush spiders (Arachnius gluteus) were infesting toilet seats in a Chicago-area airport and biting unsuspecting passengers relieving themselves between flights, causing chills, fever, vomiting, paralysis, and, in three cases, death. It turns out that the story originated with one Steve Heard, who concocted and circulated the story in part as an experiment to determine how gullible people could be. Vetter and Visscher (2000) point out that the hoax succeeded in part because rampant arachnophobia predisposes some people to believe the worst about spiders. I can't help thinking that the current miserable state of air travel is a predisposing factor as well ("Honey, you'll never believe it-not only was the flight delayed for five hours, but there was no inflight meal service, I missed my connection, the airline lost the luggage, and I was bitten on my right buttock by a lethal South American blush spider in the ladies' room in O'Hare…") A real urban legend, however, has been circulating for the better part of a century that does involve toilets, but only recently have arthropods become peripherally involved. This one, called "the exploding toilet," by Brunvand (2000) , most recently manifested itself in a story in the Jerusalem Post published August 25, 1988. According to the story, a woman frightened by a cockroach she spotted hurled it into the toilet and "sprayed it with a whole can of insecticide," failing to flush the toilet in her panic. Her husband, ignorant of these activities, then went to "use the toilet, [and] dropped in a smoldering cigarette," setting off the fumes and creating an explosion that burned his "sensitive parts." When the ambulance arrived, the attendants, carrying him out on a stretcher, laughed so hard upon hearing how he had incurred his injuries that they "dropped the stretcher…down the steps of his house, causing further injuries; these were specified as 'two broken ribs and a broken pelvis. '" (Jerusalem Post, August 25, 1988 , as quoted by Brunvand 2000 .
This story was immediately picked up by two international wire services, and it was reported in newspapers around the world. In the United States, the story appeared in dozens of newspapers, from the Boston Globe to the Seattle Times. Few felt any compunction at having a laugh at the expense of another person's pain. Puns aboundedthe Detroit Times reported that "Victim is Butt of Bad Joke," the San Diego Tribune proclaimed, "Woman Bugged by Roach but Spouse Suffers," and the redoubtable Weekly World News declared, "Man Bowled Over by Exploding Potty." Students of urban legends, however, immediately recognized this story as an updated variant of a classic that goes back to the days of outhouses and privies. In its original form, flammable material is dropped down a hole in an outhouse and an unsuspecting victim answering a call of nature suffers the consequences of lighting up a cigarette (the punchline has the victim wondering "What the heck I et?") (Brunvand 2000) . The exploding privy story goes back well over a half-century, and insects may even have figured in at an early stage-in some versions of the story, the flammable liquid is dumped into the privy for the purpose of killing maggots. Just like indoor plumbing in the contemporary version of the story, the cockroach may just be a concession to modern times.
To make a long story short, the exploding toilet story was quickly debunked and exposed for what it was. Rather than express mortification at having published an implausible story without checking sources, many newspapers simply mined the retraction for more heavy-handed humor, with such headlines as "Paper Find Bug in Tale of A Roach," or "Roach Tale Turns Out To Be Crawling With Errors, So Paper Steps on It;" the Richmond News Leader ran the headline "Old Exploding Toilet Story has News Faces Flushed" (Brunvand 2000) . It seems a shame that people insist on making bad jokes based on human fears and insecurities. After all, cockroach infestations present a serious urban pest management challenge, and Blatta control is important even outside the bathroom.
